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Abstract 
 
The availability and use of online counseling approaches has increased rapidly over the last 
decade. While research has suggested a range of potential affordances and limitations of 
online counseling modalities, very few studies have offered detailed examinations of how 
counselors and clients manage asynchronous email counseling exchanges. In this paper we 
examine email exchanges involving clients and counselors through Kids Helpline, a national 
Australian counseling service that offers free online, email and telephone counseling for 
young people up to the age of 25. We employ tools from the traditions of ethnomethodology 
and conversation analysis to analyze the ways in which counselors from Kids Helpline 
request that their clients call them, and hence change the modality of their counseling 
relationship, from email to telephone counseling. This paper shows the counselors’ three 
multi-layered approaches in these emails as they negotiate the potentially delicate task of 
requesting and persuading a client to change the trajectory of their counseling relationship 
from text to talk without placing that relationship in jeopardy.  
 
 
Keywords:  
Ethnomethodology; email counseling; young people; online counseling; helplines; modality 
shifts 
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1. Introduction 
 
There continues to be significant debate over ethical considerations, benefits and limitations 
of online therapeutic counseling, with much of the literature based on observations and 
reflections of professional counselors and counseling trainers, rather than on empirical studies 
of counselling practices (i.e. Fenichel, Suler, Barak, Zelvin, Jones, Munro, Meunier & 
Walker-Schmucker 2002; Mallen, Vogel, Rochlen & Day 2005; Rochlen, Zack & Speyer 
2004; Shaw & Shaw 2006; Skinner & Zack 2004).  Consequently, only a limited number of 
studies examine how online counseling, and particularly email counseling, actually unfolds 
(Yager 2001, 2003). As such, there is still much to be known about online therapeutic 
counseling, including synchronous online ‘chat’ and asynchronous email counseling.  
 
In this paper we explore the ways in which counselors employed at Kids Helpline (KHL), an 
Australian telephone, online chat and email counseling service for children and young people 
up to the age of 25, use emails to propose that the clients move from email counseling to 
telephone counseling, from text to talk. Over two-thirds of the email counseling threads in 
this corpus show the counselors’ suggestions to shift between these different counseling 
modalities. Raising the notion of making changes to an established counseling relationship, 
such as a shift from using email to using telephone, is a delicate interactional task as it may 
alter or threaten the existing counseling relationship. We examine the multi-layered 
approaches used by counselors to invite, propose, suggest and, ultimately, request this 
modality shift. In particular, we look at the ways in which counselors produce indirect 
requests that orient to contingent issues that may limit clients’ ability to use the telephone 
helpline. 
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2. Online counseling 
There has been a significant increase in availability and use of online mental health 
information, services and supports (Fenichel et al. 2002: Rochlen et al. 2004). Research into 
online counseling services outlines their use with psycho-social, health and mental health 
care issues, including problem gambling (Anthony 2005; Griffiths & Cooper 2003), 
addictions (Griffiths 2005), and eating disorders (Gollings & Paxton 2006; Yager 2003). 
Despite the accessibility of online counseling, there is still controversy surrounding its use 
and work to be done to understand how online counseling relationships are developed (Hunt 
2002: Mallen, Vogel & Rochlen 2005; Shaw & Shaw 2006).  
 
Debates within the literature often centre on the differences between online and face-to-face 
approaches to counseling, and often are described from the perspectives of the counselors 
(i.e. Bambling, King, Reid & Wegner 2008; Fenichel et al. 2002; Griffiths 2005; Griffiths & 
Cooper 2003; Hanley 2006; Hunt 2002; Yager 2003). Counselors who are used to working in 
face-to-face counseling settings report that they find it difficult to establish the same type of 
rapport and provide the same levels of emotional support for clients without access to visible 
and audible cues (Bambling et al. 2008; Danby, Butler & Emmison 2009; Mallen, Vogel, 
Rochlen & Day 2005). Ellerman-Bull (2003) indicates that a significant challenge for 
counselors who wish to provide online counseling services is ‘reinterpreting counselling 
theories and frameworks in the absence of voice or body language’ (p. 62). Focus groups 
with clients, on the other hand, suggest that the relative anonymity of online counseling may 
be an attraction (King, Bambling, Lloyd, Gomurra, Smith, Reid & Wegner 2006). It is 
suggested that ‘the lack of personal contact in the online environment is one of the main 
factors why adolescents chose the Internet rather than telephone for help-seeking’ (King, 
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Bambling, Reid, & Thomas 2006, p. 172). However, there are few studies that offer detailed 
examinations of actual instances of online counseling (Danby et al. 2009). 
 
A major issue in research in this field is the number of different forms of counseling and 
therapeutic work that the term ‘online counseling’ is used to describe.  ‘Online counseling’ is 
defined as ‘any type of professional therapeutic interaction that makes use of the Internet to 
connect qualified mental health professionals and their clients’ (Rochlen et al. 2004: 270 
(italics in original)). Understood in this way, it encompasses a variety of forms, including 
instant messaging chat with counselors, video-chat, and email counseling (Griffiths 2005; 
Griffiths & Cooper 2003). A number of evaluations of ‘online counseling’ collectively 
address issues related to multiple counseling forms (i.e. Hunt 2002; Mallen, Vogel & Rochlen 
2005; Oravec 2000; Rochlen et al. 2004; Skinner & Zack 2004). While falling under the 
umbrella term of ‘online counseling’, the various modalities of online chat, web forums or 
email counseling are very different and each raises their own set of potential benefits and 
challenges.  
 
2.1  Email counseling 
In this paper, we focus our investigation on email counseling, also referred to as ‘therap-e-
mail’ (Murphy & Mitchell 1998). Email counseling is a popular form of online counseling 
offered by private and community-based organizations (Rochlen et al. 2004). While private 
companies may set fees for their services, community organizations such as Kids Helpline 
(KHL) offer the service for no charge.  
 
There is some difference in views as to the usefulness of email counseling. In their study of 
online therapy for problem gamblers, Griffiths & Cooper (2003) offer detailed descriptions of 
the positive and negative aspects of different forms of online therapy, including email 
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counseling, to conclude that email therapy may be beneficial to clients who are not restricted 
by time limitations, and that it offers an effective adjunct to traditional face-to-face therapy. 
They suggest, however, that email therapy may not be effective where clients do ‘not like 
writing about their problems at length (Griffiths & Cooper 2003, p 121). Wright (2002), on 
the other hand, suggests that the need for clients to write about issues is a significant 
advantage of email counseling. Email counseling gives clients more time to formulate their 
problems and can provide them with an opportunity to reflect on and vividly describe their 
emotions (Fenichel et al. 2002). Counselors report that text-based counseling may enable 
clients to put aside their inhibitions and enhance self-reflection and, as such, can induce a 
‘high degree of intimacy from the first exchange of e-mail’ (Rochlen et al. 2004: 270).  
Clients of Kids Helpline suggest that email counseling is a ‘low threat’ (King, Bambling, 
Reid, & Thomas 2006: 175) and ‘accessible and anonymous’ (King, Bambling, Lloyd et al. 
2006: 169) way for young people to seek advice or assistance. Furthermore, the online and 
asynchronous format of email counseling may make it more accessible and relevant than 
face-to face services, freeing clients from restrictions of time and location (Hanley 2006; 
King, Bambling, Lloyd et al. 2006; Mallen, Vogel & Rochlen 2005; Skinner & Zack 2004).  
 
The nature of email counseling holds some challenges for counselors, which have been 
discussed in detail in papers examining possible strengths and weaknesses of this counseling 
modality. The asynchronous modality does not offer the immediacy of face to face or 
telephone counseling (Fenichel et al. 2002; Rochlen et al. 2004). Griffiths and Cooper (2003) 
have stated that as it is not in ‘real time’, email counseling is not ‘truly interactive’ (p. 113). 
Additionally, counselors reported that they initially found it difficult to convey empathy, 
warmth and/or humor in text-based communication, which lacks the audible cues available in 
telephone or face-to-face counseling (Danby et al. 2009; Ellerman-Bull 2003; Oravec 2000). 
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They indicated that they needed time to familiarize themselves with the new modality and 
produce responses that were not too formal and without warmth (King, Bambling, Reid, & 
Thomas 2006). The potential for delays between emails may mean that it is not the most 
suitable counseling modality for crisis care (Fenichel et al. 2002). Oravec (2000) suggests 
that one of the most vital skills to be learned by online counselors is when and how to 
propose a shift in counseling modalities if they feel it is important for their clients. This 
proposal is evident in Locher’s (2010) study of Internet health advice sites, where the 
professional suggests to the client that she might wish to make telephone contact with a 
counseling service for further help with her concerns. As this example shows, the proposal to 
move from online to telephone modalities  in online health services happens, although this 
phenomenon has not received a great deal of attention in the research literature. 
 
3. The study 
The data for this paper are a corpus of emails collected as part of a broader study of the 
impact of different technological modalities on counseling interactions at Kids Helpline 
(KHL). One distinguishing feature of this counseling service for children and young people is 
that, while clients are able to access the service for any issue, many young people who use 
the service establish ongoing counseling relationships with the counselor. The email 
counseling service was established in 1999 for clients as an adjunct to their telephone 
helpline, with the webchat service added in 2001 (Kids Helpline undated). Email counseling 
was introduced to provide young people the flexibility to access counseling regardless of the 
time and their location.  
 
This paper investigates emails where counsellors suggest a shift of modality from email to 
either telephone or synchronous online communication. It presents extracts from three email 
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threads, involving three young people and two counselors over a period of 8 months in 2008. 
An email ‘thread’ is a series of chained email exchanges between a counselor and a client 
over an extended timeframe. The counselors invited the clients to participate in the study 
through an email invitation following the first email from the client.  They were advised that 
they could chose to withdraw their consent at any time and request that some or all of their 
emails be omitted from the data corpus. The Kids Helpline organization provided the 
researchers with digital records of those email exchanges for which consent had been 
provided, with all names, email addresses and other identifying information deleted from 
these files.  As far as possible, the email extracts included in this paper retain the format of 
the original emails, to preserve the textual features such as spelling, paragraph structures, and 
use of punctuation. One variation in the extracts is that each line of the email has been 
numbered to support analysis; with continuous numbering across the emails within each 
thread.  In this way, the line numbering of a client’s response continues on from the 
numbering of their counselor’s previous email. 
 
Ethnomethodology (Garfinkel 1967, 1986) and Conversation Analysis (Sacks, 1992) inform 
the analysis. Ethnomethodology refers to the study of how members organize and make sense 
of the world around them. Conversation Analysis often is  used to examine the sequential 
nature of talk, described as being ‘context shaped’ and ‘context renewing’ (Goodwin & 
Heritage 1990: 289). In other words, turns of talk are shaped by sequence and designed to 
‘show an understanding of a prior action and do so at a multiplicity of levels’ (Heritage 1997:  
162). At the same time, turns also ‘shape’ the context in which future talk or actions may 
occur and often require that some ‘next action’ be performed by the other conversation 
participants. Ethnomethodology and Conversation Analysis have been effectively used to 
examine the sequential organization of interaction in human activities, including computer 
9 
 
mediated channels, online discussion groups and asynchronous forums (Garcia & Jacobs 
1999; Hutchby 2001; Thornborrow & Fitzgerald 2002). A number of researchers suggest that 
Ethnomethodology and Conversation Analysis offer insights into the ways that interactions 
unfold in online postings (ten Have 1999; Gibson 2009). We propose that these approaches 
similarly may be used to yield insights into the way interactions are produced and understood 
within email communication.  
 
There are similarities and differences in the ways that talk and email communication unfold. 
While email communication is asynchronous text, the major characteristic it shares with talk 
is that it is sequentially organized and context renewing. The context for each email is shaped 
by prior emails within the same thread. Gibson proposes that the textual record of previous 
exchanges ‘offers a distinct set of resources that are not so readily available to participants in 
verbal conversations’ (2009: 716). Counselors have a full record of the previous email 
exchanges to which they can refer back to as they write their next email communication. The 
conversation analytic method provides a sequential and interactive approach that lends itself 
to detailed interactional analysis of email threads. In this case, the detailed analysis of email 
interactions demonstrates how counselors make requests for their clients to move from email 
to telephone counseling.  
 
4. Analysis  
Requests, suggestions, offers or invitations to change the modality from email to telephone 
counseling occur regularly in the Kids Helpline email exchanges. In the corpus of email data, 
the counselor invited each client at least once, and some clients were invited many times.  At 
first glance, it appeared that counselors used a range of different approaches to suggest, offer, 
propose or invite a change in modality from email to telephone counseling. Each form is an 
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action used by the counselors to prompt their clients to call them using the telephone helpline. 
Throughout the paper, we use the term ‘request’ to refer to these prompts. While there is not 
the data to know how successful these requests were in every case, the data do show that at 
least two clients moved from email counseling to a mixed-modality approach that 
incorporated both email and telephone counseling. Other clients also may have shifted 
modalities, or added modalities but, not being able to track each client across email, online 
and telephone counseling, meant that there was no evidence to show whether or not the 
clients made the modality shifts or ended their email counseling relationship. 
 
Three characteristics of the counselors’ approaches to request a shift to telephone counseling 
are shown in the data. They are: (1) the counselor uses a preface to ‘build a case’ for the 
proposed modality shift; (2) the counselor produces a request using an indirect design;  and 
(3) the counselor’s  request is contingency focused.  Each of these characteristics is discussed 
in turn. 
 
4.1   The counselor uses a preface to ‘build a case’ for the proposed modality shift 
The first characteristic of requests to move from email to telephone counseling is that 
counselors regularly produce a preface-like statement that builds a case for the move from 
text to talk. For example: 
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Extract 1 
 
Counselor → Isabelle 1i  
Date 21/04/2008 11:29  
 
 
51. Isabelle, I am happy to work with you via this email method of counselling –  
52. though it can be a little s…l…..o………w! So if you would prefer, you could ring  
53. me here at KHL (1800 55 1800). If you just ask for me, they will let you know  
54. when I am next free. If it helps, I work tomorrow morning; Saturday from 4 until  
55. midnight :/ ; & then Sunday afternoon & evening.  
 
In extract 1, the counselor writes to the client, Isabelle, that ‘I am happy to work with you via 
this email method of counselling – though it can be a little s…l…..o………w!’ (lines 51 – 
52). While foregrounding that she is happy to continue using this modality, the counselor’s 
statement in lines 51 – 52 highlights a limitation of email counseling, that it takes time to 
gather information. As we see in the email data, there is often one to two days’ gap between 
an email from a client and its response by the counselor.ii The counselor’s report of the 
limitation of email counseling uses a downgrade marker, ‘can be a little’ (line 52), which 
appears to soften her assessment. Within this statement, however, she simultaneously 
emphasizes the slowness of email counseling by visually expanding the word through her use 
of periods or ellipses between the letters (s…l…..o………w). In her next statement, ‘So if 
you would prefer, you could ring me here at KHL’ (lines 52 – 53), the counselor offers her 
client an alternative that could overcome this possible shortcoming of email counseling. This 
alternative is proposed as a matter of the client’s preference and simply as another option. By 
highlighting a possible limitation of email counseling, the counselor appears to be building a 
case for telephone counseling as a potentially preferable alternative. The counselor’s 
approach emphasizes her client’s agency and also is ‘readable’ as prompting a move to 
telephone counseling.  
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The counselor in extract 2 also works to build a case for a proposed shift from email to 
telephone counseling.   
Extract 2  
Counselor → Kelly  23  
Date 03/07/2008 10:12  
 
506. Kelly I believe it is really important for you & I to find a way for you to start  
507. talking – how would it feel if I said, Kelly can you please ring me as soon as  
508. possible?  
 
This email represents the 23rd exchange between this counselor and the client, Kelly, and the 
12th email prompt from the counselor for a shift from email to telephone counseling. Each of 
the counselor’s previous requests followed similar patterns. This example is selected as 
clearly demonstrating the counselor’s work in attempting to shift from email to telephone 
counseling. In this email, the counselor writes ‘I believe it is really important for you & I to 
find a way for you to start talking’ (lines 506 – 507). This personal assertion of belief is 
produced immediately prior to the counselor’s prompt for the client to call her. Unlike the 
counselor in extract 1, this counselor does not highlight a limitation of the email counseling 
relationship but rather presents the idea that the client should ‘start talking’ as a positive step 
in the counseling relationship. This counselor uses an upgrade marker to emphasize her 
assertion that it is ‘really important’ to ‘start talking’ (lines 506 – 507) with her client. While 
this claim could be seen to be leading to a directive for the client to call her, it is softened by 
the counselor’s statement that she and the client, ‘you & I’ (line 506) need to work 
collaboratively to achieve this goal.  The framing of ‘talking’ as a positive objective lends 
support to the idea raised in the counselor’s indirect request for a telephone call.  The 
counselor uses an indirect approach, an assessment invitation of a hypothetical future request, 
‘how would it feel if I said, Kelly can you please ring me as soon as possible?’ (line 507), 
that is readable as a prompt for a telephone call. Emmison, Butler and Danby (2011) have 
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referred to such future-oriented utterances in telephone counseling calls to Kids Helpline as 
‘script proposals’. They demonstrate that counselor initiated script proposals – suggestions of 
things the client might say to a third party such as a parent, teacher or school friend – are a 
means by which the client can be given advice that is consistent with the helpline’s 
philosophy of client empowerment through constructing the client as ‘the principal’ 
(Goffman 1981: 144), the one who can claim ownership of the advice delivered through the 
talk. In the context of the email in extract 2, the footing is different as the counselor positions 
herself as the principal, the party who delivers the proposal for the client to make telephone 
contact. However, by inviting the client to display her feelings towards this course of action – 
with the implication that she can first ratify the counselor’s suggestion – a similar form of 
client-empowerment is achieved. 
 
The counselors’ prefaces for a shift from email to telephone counseling in extracts 1 and 2 
clearly present their particular stances on this move. One counselor highlights the slowness of 
email counseling (line 52, extract 1) and the other emphasizes their strong belief that it is 
‘really important… to start talking’ (line 506 -7, extract 2). While these actions appear to 
‘project the possibility of the occurrence of a request’ (Taleghani-Nikazm 2005: 159), the 
prefaces in email are not preliminary (Schegloff, 1980) in the same way that pre-requests are. 
These counselors produce prefaces and requests in a single email. 
 
 
4.2 The counselor produces a request using an indirect design   
 
The second characteristic of counselors’ requests to shift from email to telephone counseling 
is that these requests are delivered in an indirect form. The counselors in extracts 1 and 2 do 
not ask directly, or direct their clients, to use the Kids Helpline telephone counseling service. 
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Rather, the counselor in extract 1 highlights a limitation of email counseling, ‘it can be a little 
s…l…..o………w’ (line 52), and offers a telephone conversation as an alternative to 
overcome this limitation. While the counselor’s turn in extract 2 incorporates a directive, 
‘Kelly, can you please ring me as soon as possible’ (lines 507 – 508), the request is presented 
as an invitation for the client to offer her assessment of a hypothetical future scenario. Both 
examples, however, are readable as prompting a telephone call, as shown in Extract 3. 
Extract 3  
Counselor → Kelly  23  
Date 03/07/2008 10:12  
 
506. Kelly I believe it is really important for you & I to find a way for you to start  
507. talking – how would it feel if I said, Kelly can you please ring me as soon as  
508. possible?  
…  
Kelly → Counselor  24  
Date 16/07/2008 16:43  
 
516. I hi how r u goin im ok at the moment i hope i can call usoon im just so busy wit  
517. home n skool n theres just so much goin on n i cnt think straight so yea i got 2 go  
518. sorry ki bye talk later ok bye  
 
We have not shown the counselor’s closure in the email to Kelly (lines 508 and 516). Kelly's 
email response (several days later) to her counselor continues the thread (lines 516-518), with 
Kelly not addressing the counselor’s invitation to assess a hypothetical future scenario that 
asked how she would feel about ringing the counselor. Instead, Kelly states ‘i hope i can call 
usoon’ and offers an account for why she hasn’t called, ‘im just so busy wit home n skool 
theres just so much goin on in i cnt think straight’ (lines 516 – 517). This account for not 
calling indicates that Kelly has clearly read her counselor’s prompts in lines 506 – 508 as an 
indirect request for a telephone call. 
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The act of requesting is a delicate matter that can be seen as an imposition, and may also 
concern face issues of the recipient not wanting to or not being able being able to fulfill the 
request (Curl & Drew 2008; Taleghani-Nikazm 2005). Curl and Drew (2008) report that ‘a 
special sensitivity may be associated with requesting because it imposes in some fashion on 
the recipient’ (p. 130). By building a case and proposing, suggesting or inviting a particular 
course of action, these counselors appear to have developed an indirect way of prompting 
their clients to use the telephone counseling service. By using offers, such as, ‘if you would 
prefer, you could ring me here at KHL’ (lines 52 – 53), or assessment invitations, rather than 
requests, these counselors are overcoming some of the potential for ‘face threatening acts’ 
(Taleghani-Nikazm, 2005: 162). The counselors have not directly asked Amy or Kelly 
‘would you call me please?’ or issued the directive ‘ring me’. Rather, the counselors use 
prompts that may mitigate the potential imposition on the clients (Curl & Drew 2008), while 
still being ‘readable’ as a call to action. 
 
4.3 The counselor’s  request is contingency focused  
The third characteristic of the counselor’s requests to move from email to telephone 
counseling is tied closely to the use of indirect requests. In producing indirect requests, KHL 
counselors regularly demonstrate an orientation to the contingencies associated with 
achieving a shift from email to telephone counseling. The orientation to contingent factors 
appears to have a range of functions, including providing a way for counselors to mitigate 
‘the potential prescriptiveness’ (Butler, Potter, Danby, Emmison & Hepburn 2010: 272) of 
their requests. The counselors orient to contingency factors, such as the client’s capacity to 
call, or whether or not the client is willing and able to use the telephone counseling service. 
We see this in extract 4, and also how the counselor is able to highlight their client’s agency.  
 
Extract 4  
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Counselor → Amy 4  
Date 09/04/2008 15:22  
 
252. I’m hearing that you are in a lot of pain and would really like to support you 
253.  through this difficult time Amy. Do you think you might be able to give us a call  
254. and talk about what’s going on for you? Or try out our web counseling service?  
 
… 
 
Amy → Counselor 5  
Date 16/04/2008 09:36  
 
274. With regards to the phone call, Just for personal reasons I would rather just stick  
275. to e-mailing and perhaps sometime I'll try the Direct Online contact. 
 
In extract 4, the counselor’s request, ‘Do you think you might be able to give us a call and 
talk about what is going on for you’ (lines 253 - 254), focuses on her client’s capacity, rather 
than her willingness to use the telephone counseling service. The interrogative functions as a 
first part to an adjacency pair, which literally asks about the client’s ability to engage in ‘talk 
about what’s going on’ (extract 4, line 253 - 254). The counselor also raises the potential for 
the client to use the synchronous web chat as another alternative counseling modality. The 
client provides a second part, or response, to this interrogative as part of her subsequent 
email. The client responds ‘with regards to the telephone call’ (line 274) by providing a non-
specific  account, writing that ‘just for personal reasons’, she ‘would rather just stick to e-
mailing’ (lines 274 – 275). The client’s response clearly declines the counselor’s indirect 
request for a telephone call and offers only a weak indication that ‘perhaps sometime I’ll try 
the Direct Online contact’ (line 275). 
 
There are any number of contingent issues that have the potential to limit someone’s ability 
to make a phone call, including issues of access, privacy, cost, time, anxiety, and fear of 
reprisal, and these barriers may be particularly relevant for children or young people. King, 
Bambling, Reid and Thomas (2006) indicate that issues such as privacy may be a key factor 
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in clients’ decisions to use email counseling rather than the free telephone counseling service 
offered by Kids Helpline. The orientations to contingencies within the counselors’ requests 
for their clients to use the telephone counseling service reflect their understanding of these 
contingent issues. In extract 4, for example, the counselor’s request ‘do you think you might 
be able to give us a call and talk about what’s going on for you?’ (lines 253 – 254) implies 
that there is a possibility that her client may not ‘be able to give us a call’ (line 253). The 
acknowledgement of this contingent element appears to mitigate ‘the potential 
prescriptiveness’ (Butler et al. 2010) of the counselor’s request.  
 
The possibility for clients to respond to the literal or face value meaning of these questions, 
rather than their implied requests for actions, is highlighted in the request-response sequence 
involving extract 4. The counselor in extract 4 is not simply asking her client if she is ‘able to 
give us a call’ (line 253). Her request is mitigated by a number of markers. First, the 
counselor prefaces her request with ‘do you think…’ (line 253). This preface appears to 
function in a similar manner to the ‘I wonder if’ requests described by Curl and Drew (2008), 
which tend to be used in instances in which the speaker is unsure of whether or not the 
recipient will be able to grant their request. The primary difference between the prefaces, ‘I 
wonder if…’  and ‘do you think you might be able to give us a call’ (line 253), is that the 
latter highlights the recipients’ access to the knowledge of the contingencies associated with 
granting the request. Using ‘I wonder if…’ to preface a request suggests that the speaker does 
not have access to the knowledge of whether or not their request will be ‘grant-able’. On the 
other hand, the preface ‘do you think…’ (line 253) constructs the request recipient as one 
who can determine the ‘grantability’ of the request. The counselor’s request displays a further 
orientation to contingencies through its focus on whether or not the client ‘might be able’ to 
give KHL a call. By producing a request that is contingent on her client’s capacity, the 
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counselor appears to be ‘softening’ the potential imposition on her client by providing her 
with a ‘way out’. The design of her request enables the client an opportunity to respond to the 
literal question of whether or not she is able to make a call rather than the embedded request 
of whether or not she will call the counselor.   
 
Like the interrogative posed by the counselor in extract 4 (lines 253 – 254), the counselor in 
extract 5 designs an indirect request that is focused on contingent issues, namely her client’s 
ability to grant the request of using the telephone counseling service. 
 
Extract 5 
Counselor → Kelly 1  
Date 2/04/2008 4:39 pm 
 
10. Kelly is there any chance you could ring me here at Kids  
11. Helpline? Maybe that way I could clarify some of all these  
12. questions I keep asking you!  
. 
. 
. 
Kelly → Counselor 2  
Date 03/04/2008 11:08  
 
16. i cant use the fone but ill let you know wen i can so yeah and if i evenget seen  
17. with matt or any of the family the cops get called and me n him are just over  
18. now and i dont see what the problem is if were just m8s so yeah it sux and  
 
In extract 5, the counselor’s question of whether there is ‘any chance you could ring me’ (line 
10) orients to the client’s ability, rather than willingness to contact KHL via telephone. 
Moreover, this indirect request suggests that there may not be ‘any chance’ of the client 
making the telephone call. This possibility is realized within the client’s subsequent email 
(line 16).  
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In the first line of her email response to the counselor, the client, Kelly, writes ‘i can’t use the 
fone but ill let you know wen i can’ (line 16). This statement functions as a second part to the 
request-response adjacency pair that was initiated by the counselor’s interrogative (lines 10 – 
11). Kelly’s response does not comply with, or agree to, her counselor’s request for her to use 
the telephone counseling service. The design of her response appears to orient to the notion 
that she is unable, rather than unwilling, to comply with the request. Although Kelly is not 
committing to fulfill her counselor’s request, her second pair part does not contain a number 
of features that are frequently associated with dispreferred responses. As indicated 
previously, dispreferred responses generally require significantly more interactional work 
than preferred responses in face-to-face communication (Pomerantz 1984). At this stage, no 
research has specifically examined how the mode of communication may impact on 
preference organization.  
 
While in extract 4, the client’s response to the counselor’s request was marked by the 
inclusion of an account and the repeated use of the downgrade marker ‘just’, ‘Just for 
personal reasons I would rather just stick to e-mailing’ (extract 4, lines 274 – 275),  Kelly’s 
response in extract 5, ‘i can’t use the fone’ (line 16),  does not include the types of markers to 
communicate dispreference in written interaction. Kelly’s response is brief, to the point and is 
not marked by any form of delay or hedging. She offers no preface or apology for her 
inability to use the ‘fone’.  Her response provides an explanation or vague account that she 
‘can’t use the fone’ (line 16) but does not provide any further detail. We suggest that this turn 
is not marked as dispreferred as her response does not directly refuse the counselor’s request 
to call Kids Helpline. Rather, her response, ‘I can’t use the fone’ (line 16), orients to her 
ability to use the telephone counseling service and, as such, appears to be aligned more 
closely with a literal interpretation of the counselor’s question, ‘is there any chance you could 
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ring me’ (line 13). Kelly’s response states her inability to call at this time but suggests that 
she may comply with the request in the future. In this way, the emails between the counselor 
and Kelly appear to reflect a straightforward question–answer adjacency pair regarding the 
contingency of Kelly being able to call, rather than a straightforward request for a call–
refusal sequence.  
 
The counselors’ indirect requests in extracts 4 and 5 oriented to their clients’ ability to use the 
KHL telephone counseling service. As indicated by Curl and Drew (2008), indirect requests 
may orient to potential contingencies by prefacing requests by the statement ‘I wonder if’, 
particularly when the request is either difficult to grant or if the members do not have the 
social ‘entitlement’ to make such a request. This paper suggests that the counselors’ use of 
prefaces, such as ‘do you think…’ (line 253, extract 4), and ‘is there any chance…’ (line 13, 
extract 5), may function in a similar manner to the ‘I wonder if’ prefaces identified by Curl 
and Drew (2008). The counselors in this email counseling corpus regularly use ‘do you think’ 
or ‘is there any chance’ when requesting their clients call KHL. Both emphasize the client’s 
agency and authority in responding to questions of whether or not they are willing and able to 
shift the counseling modality. By orienting to the client’s agency in this way, the counselors 
may be able to soften the potential for these requests to impose on their clients, and soften the 
possibility of an outright rejection from the client.   In other words, such a delivery by the 
counselor can be understood as instances where the social order is one oriented to a 
‘politeness’ frame. 
 
5. Conclusion 
Ethnomethodology and Conversation Analysis offer insights into the ways in which email 
counseling unfolds. There have been few other studies that have offered detailed 
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examinations of how counselors and clients actually produce online and email counseling 
sessions (Danby et al. 2009). While some papers on online therapy have argued that email 
counseling is ‘not truly interactive’ (Griffiths & Cooper 2003: 113), we have shown that 
members are able to use email exchanges to accomplish a variety of interactional tasks. In 
particular, we have focused on the counselors’ use of email to achieve the delicate 
interactional task of requesting a shift from email to telephone counseling. This paper shows 
that Kids Helpline counselors regularly use multi-layered strategies, involving three specific 
characteristics to develop and produce prompts for their clients from email to telephone 
counseling. In particular, we examined how the counselors use email interaction to (1) use a 
preface to ‘build a case’ for the proposed modality shift; (2) produce a request using an 
indirect design;  and (3) produce a request that is contingency focused.  Our examination has 
highlighted how the characteristics of email communication, specifically its written and 
asynchronous formats, have shaped the counselors’ requests. 
 
In each request for a shift from email to telephone counseling, the data showed that the 
counselors used a preface that was produced as a statement to support the idea of their client 
moving from email to telephone counseling, and they followed up immediately with an 
indirect request for this course of action. While these statements vary between highlighting 
potential limitations of counseling (i.e. extract 1), or emphasizing the importance or possible 
benefits of talking (i.e. extracts 2, 4 and 5), they each involve a persuasive element in support 
of a case for the clients making a telephone call. In face-to-face or telephone communication, 
three-part pre-request sequences (Schegloff 1980) may be used to ‘project the possibility of 
the occurrence of a request’ (Taleghani-Nikazm 2005: 159). The asynchronous nature of 
email communication, however, means that counselors accomplish prefacing and requesting 
in a single email.  The second characteristic examined within this paper is the counselors’ use 
22 
 
of indirect requests for the shift from text to talk. Rather than producing directives or direct 
requests for their clients to call them, the counselors use indirect requests to encourage or 
invite the client to call the service. These multi-layered approaches can be ‘readable’ as a 
request for them to use the telephone counseling service. These requests by the counselor do 
not show repairs or hesitancy markers, often occurring in everyday conversation, a feature 
attending to the technology of delivery (email) (Golato & Taleghani-Nikazm, 2006). The 
indirect nature of the requests appears to soften the imposition that a request to call may have 
on a client and allow the counselor to navigate the potentially delicate situation of suggesting 
a change to an ongoing therapeutic relationship. 
 
Finally, this paper shows that the counselors often orient to contingent factors in producing 
indirect requests for telephone calls. Research into face-to-face and telephone interaction has 
highlighted that members frequently orient to issues of contingency when making requests. 
We have highlighted that these counselors similarly orient to their clients’ ability to use the 
telephone counseling service, rather than their willingness in email counseling. In this way, 
the counselors limit the social and interactional obligation on their clients to make the 
requested shift to telephone counseling. Counselors are able to highlight their clients’ agency 
in deciding whether or not they are willing and able to make the shift. By framing requests 
with statements like ‘is there any chance you could ring me’ (line 10, extract 5), clients 
provide an account stating that they are unable to use the phone, or would prefer email, 
without directly rejecting their counselor’s request. In this way, these indirect requests enable 
clients to respond to their counselors’ offers and invitations and not make the shift from email 
to telephone counseling without jeopardizing their ongoing counseling relationship.  
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i The titles of the extracts specify three aspects of the email. 1. The names identify both the writer and the 
recipient of the email (i.e. Counselor – Isabelle). 2. The number following the participants’ names denotes the 
number of email exchanges between the counselor and client.  In extract 1, for example, this is the first email 
from the Counselor, replying to the client, Isabelle. 3. The second line of the title provides the date and time of 
the email. 
 
ii There can be between 1 and 3 days’ gap between emails and responses through KHL email counseling. The 
response time is generally dependent on the number of days worked by individual counselors and their caseload. 
There is, however, a system in place where emails marked as ‘urgent’ receive a response within 24 hours. 
